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Sociology Hesitant

W. E. B. Du Bois

The  Cong re s s  of Arts  and S cie nce s  at S t. Louis  las t s umme r s e rve d to  e mphas iz e  painfully the  pre s e nt plig ht
of S ociolog y; for the  de vote e  of the  cult made  the  s trang e  dis cove ry that the  furthe r following  of his  be nt
thre ate ne d viole nt pe rs onal dis me mbe rme nt. His  obje cts  of inte re s t we re  dis tribute d quite  impartially
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unde r s ome  s ix of the  s e ve n g rand divis ions  of S cie nce : e conomics , he re ; e thnolog y, the re ; a thing  calle d
“S ociolog y” hidde n unde r Me ntal S cie nce , and the  thing s  re ally s ociolog ical rang e d in a rag -bag  and
labe le d “S ocial Re g ulation.” And s o on. [End P a g e  3 7 ]

A part of this  confus ion of fie ld was  ine vitable  to  any atte mpt at c las s ifying  knowle dg e , but the  major part
pointe d to  a re al confus ion of mind as  to  the  fie ld and me thod of S ociolog y. For far more  than forty ye ars  we
have  wande re d in this  s ociolog ical wilde rne s s , lis ping  a pe culiar patois , utte ring  fat books  and ye t e ve r
cons cious  of a fundame ntal confus ion of thoug ht at the  ve ry foundations  of our s cie nce —s ome thing  s o
wrong  that while  a man boas ts  hims e lf an As tronome r, and acknowle dg e s  hims e lf a Biolog is t, he  owns  to
S ociolog y only on s trict compuls ion and with frantic  s trug g le s .

And ye t thre e  thing s  at the  birth of the  Ne w Ag e  be ar we ig hty te s timony to  an incre as e d and incre as ing
inte re s t in human de e ds : the  Nove l, the  Trus t, and the  Expans ion of Europe ; the  s tudy of individual life  and
motive , the  machine -like  org aniz ing  of human e conomic e ?ort, and the  e xte ns ion of all org aniz ation to  the
e nds  of the  e arth. Is  the re  a faire r fie ld than this  for the  S cie ntis t?  Did not the  Mas te r Comte  do we ll to  crown
his  s che me  of knowle dg e  with Knowle dg e  of Me n?

Ye t this  was  not e xactly what he  did, it was  rathe r what he  me ant to  do, what he  and we  long  as s ume d he  had
done . For, s te e ring  curious ly by the  De e ds  of Me n as  obje cts  of s cie ntific  s tudy and induction, he  s ug g e s te d
a s tudy of S ocie ty. And S ocie ty?  The  prophe t re ally had a vis ion of two thing s , the  vas t and be wilde ring
activitie s  of me n and line s  of rhythm that coordinate  ce rtain of the s e  actions . S o he  s aid: “Now in the
inorg anic  s cie nce s , the  e le me nts  are  much be tte r known to  us  than the  Whole  which the y cons titute ; s o  that
in that cas e  we  mus t proce e d from the  s imple  to  the  compound. But the  re ve rs e  me thod is  ne ce s s ary in the
s tudy of Man and of S ocie ty: Man and S ocie ty as  a whole  be ing  be tte r known to  us , and more  acce s s ible
s ubje cts  of s tudy than the  parts  which cons titute  the m.” And on this  dictum has  be e n built a s cie nce  not of
Human Action but of “S ocie ty,” a S ociolog y. Did Comte  thus  me an to  fix s cie ntific  thoug ht on the  s tudy of an
abs traction?  Probably not—rathe r he  me ant to  call atte ntion to  the  fact that amid the  be wilde ring
comple xitie s  of human life  ran g re at hig hways  of common like ne s s e s  and ag re e me nts  in human thoug hts
and action, which world-long  obs e rvation had alre ady note d and ponde re d upon. He re  we  mus t s tart the
ne w s cie nce , s aid the  Pione e r, this  is  the  be g inning . Once  having  e mphas iz e d this  point, howe ve r, and
Comte  was  s trang e ly he s itant as  to  the  re al e le me nts  of S ocie ty which mus t s ome time  be  s tudie d—we re
[End P a g e  3 8 ] the y me n or ce lls  or atoms  or s ome thing  s ubtle r than any of the s e ?  Appare ntly he  did not
ans we r but wande re d on quickly to  a s tudy of “S ocie ty.” And ye t “S ocie ty” was  but an abs traction. It was  as
thoug h Ne wton, noticing  falling  as  characte ris tic  of matte r and e xplaining  this  phe nome non as  g ravitation,
had s traig htway s oug ht to  s tudy s ome  we ird e ntity known as  Falling  ins te ad of s obe rly inve s tig ating  Thing s
which fall. S o Comte  and his  followe rs  note d the  g rouping  of me n, the  chang ing  of g ove rnme nt, the
ag re e me nt in thoug ht, and the n, ins te ad of a minute  s tudy of me n g rouping , chang ing  and thinking ,
propos e d to  s tudy the  G roup, the  Chang e , and the  Thoug ht and call this  ne w cre ate d Thing  S ocie ty.

Mild doubte rs  as  to  this  me thod we re  cavalie rly hus he d by S pe nce r’s ...
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